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In the Gospel of Matthew Jesus said, "Seek first the Kingdom of God and all these things will be yours." A paraphrase puts it, "Give your entire attention to what God is doing right now." - Matthew 6:33
Psalm l6 says "In God’s presence are pleasures forevermore." (Ps. 16:11)
 
Most of us have difficulty remembering sermons. How many of you can remember the sermon from Sunday before last? How many of you can remember my sermon on July 14? Now, how many of you remember a sermon I preached on July 21, 1995, seven years ago, about eating a tomato sandwich?
In my 14 years as your pastor, I have now preached nearly 600 sermons from this pulpit. In these many monologues, I have tried to keep your attention by being biblical, relevant, challenging and occasionally poetic (!). Even with this valiant homiletical effort, I have discovered that the major sermon most people remember is not the one about the majesty of God in the temple, not the one about the Christmas angels, not the one about why Jesus never had ulcers, not the ones about God’s call to end poverty and war. The sermon most of you tell me you remember is the one in which I briefly described how to make and eat a tomato sandwich! (See July 23, 1995 sermon)
This observation says a lot about you, a lot about me, and also something about God. God has a great sense of humor, for sure! God knows that I have worked many times into the middle of the night, fretting over a biblical text, carefully choosing the words and phrases for a sermon that will communicate the good news of the gospel. I have tried to challenge us with God’s call to do justice, to serve the poor, to make peace. I have tried to keep you awake with humor and stories. I have tried to talk about God with shouts and whispers and even songs in the middle of the sermon. But what could it all mean when the sermon that most people remember is the one about tomato sandwiches?
What’s the connection between God and tomato sandwiches? I have not been able to find tomatoes specifically mentioned anywhere in the Bible. I have also not been able to locate any prayers of the saints giving thanks for tomatoes. So what is it about tomatoes and God? 
Some of us crave summer tomatoes, fresh from the garden; and some of us don’t care for them. Some of us may be allergic to them. And some of us who grew up in the South survived our childhood summers by eating tomato sandwiches every day. So, the tomato pastor asked, what could tomatoes possibly have to do with God?
We all know that God comes to us in strange and wonderful ways, through mundane, ordinary experiences. The spiritual shows up in the material world. So, could it be that God is nudging us to see the holy dimension in the most mundane daily activities? Could it be that in the good ol’ summertime when the tomatoes are ripening on the vine, that God may be trying to nudge us toward a "tomato sandwich spirituality"? If so, we can conclude that God does indeed have a great sense of humor, which I have suspected all along.
Can we allow ourselves to play with the possibility that God comes to us through tomato sandwiches? It may be that for you God comes through avocado sandwiches or pimiento cheese sandwiches, or I even have some friends who thrive on olive sandwiches. To each her own! For today I respectfully ask you to suspend any unkind feelings you may have toward tomatoes, and go with me down this garden path toward the tomato patch. 
This may seem to you like a wild, childlike idea. But it just may be that when it comes to faith, we’re really rather childlike. Not childish, but childlike! We want to see, feel, and taste it. "Show me." Give me a concrete example, an image I can relate to. Show me how God shows up in my everyday life.
When I took a sabbatical a few years ago, I talked with Brother David Steindl-Rast, a wise philosopher-theologian. I wanted to talk with him about God and the present moment. For a long time I’ve suspected that God comes to us when we can be fully present in the moment. Steindl-Rast told me to start with whatever life experiences that bring me vitality and aliveness. "God comes to us in moments of aliveness," he said with his German accent. I told him about my "alive moments" ---like singing, playing with my children, and eating tomato sandwiches. "Start there," he said. "Prayer happens best where there is a sense of wonder and concentration in the present moment."
Throughout my life I have had a persistent sense of wonder about tomato sandwiches. I remember somebody telling me about a carpenter coming to replace a back porch. It was a hot summer day, and the owner of the house invited the young man to come inside for his lunch break. The host prepared a fresh summer tomato sandwich and handed him a Pepsi Cola. He took the first bite of the sandwich and looked up and said, "It don’t get much better than this."
Now to reach this level of tomato sandwich wonder, you have to start with the proper way to make the sandwich. Those of you who did not grow up in the South probably were never taught this recipe. Here’s how you do it. Listen carefully. You’ve got to have a plump, ripe, red tomato, not too many days from the vine. (Hold up a tomato here.) It’s best to get one of those large ones that covers the palm of your hand, so that one slice will cover the entire piece of bread. You’ve got to have two slices of white bread, not that healthy whole wheat stuff. Take a knife and smear a glob of mayonnaise on both pieces of bread. Cut a big, thick slice (or two!) of tomato, and place it carefully on the bottom piece of bread. Add salt and pepper. Carefully put the top piece of bread on the sandwich. Take the sandwich in your hands and move over to the kitchen sink. Lean over. It’s gonna drip.
As you get ready for the first bite, thank God for this feast. Then get lost in eating that sandwich. Sometimes as I take my first bite, I close my eyes, and I’ve heard myself saying spontaneously, "Oh God! Thank you, God." 
Tomato sandwiches, I believe, can connect us to God. "O taste and see that the Lord is good," the Psalmist says. An ordinary bite from a sandwich can become an extraordinary event. If we’re open, maybe we can increase the "tomato sandwich moments" of our lives. How can we turn an ordinary experience into an Event, an encounter with God’s goodness?
The first thing the Bible tells us is that we don’t do it. God does it. God sends these experiences all the time. We just need to show up, be available, to notice, be aware, pay attention. Be present to the moment.
People in the Bible had these ordinary/extraordinary experiences over and over: Moses before the burning bush, the Emmaus Road disciples recognizing Jesus in the breaking of bread, Mary sitting at the feel of Jesus listening attentively, the woman at the well drawing a bucket of water. It’s water, but it’s more than water. Jesus says the bucket of water is a sign of the water of New Life. Over and over people have found God in the present moment, during ordinary events—at the meal table, by the well, in a conversation.
All of these moments point us to one of the great spiritual principles: Live in the present moment. It sounds so simple, but it’s also profound. God is to be found in the present, in the here and now. Can we learn to get lost in what we’re doing right now, this very moment? As the Zen master said, if it’s washing dishes, get lost in washing dishes. If it’s walking, get lost in walking. If it’s listening to a sermon, get lost in the listening. If it’s eating a tomato sandwich, get lost in eating the sandwich – with mindfulness, alertness, awareness.
It’s difficult to do. Why? Because so often we’re thinking about something else---what happened yesterday or what will happen at lunch today. Nostalgia or anxiety are often our constant companions. We have one foot in the past and one foot in the future. And we can easily miss the present moment.
If eating a tomato sandwich can teach us to live in the here and now, to savor the immediate experience, with thanksgiving, then perhaps that experience can connect us with the grace of God. "O taste and see that the Lord is good." But how many of us block that goodness—with our worries, frustrations, anxieties, compulsions—even our concern about death and grief!
Let me tell you a story that I hope will make clear what I’m saying. There once was a man who was walking in the jungle. As he got farther and farther into the jungle, he became somewhat disoriented and got lost. Of course, there was always the ever-present danger of some of the more powerful and aggressive animals lurking in the jungle. It happened that as he was walking along, trying to find his way, he began to hear the roar of a tiger.
Now he paid very close attention to how far or how close that roar sounded in his ear. As he continued through the jungle, the sound of the tiger got closer and closer; and he knew the tiger must have caught his scent and was now on his trail. So he began to run for his life. Still the sound of the tiger got louder and louder. He tried to run faster and faster, even frantically.
Not being careful to look where he was going, he ended up stumbling and falling over the edge of a cliff. As he was falling down the cliff, his fingers were dragging along the side. He managed to catch hold of a very small, precarious bush. He held on that bush for dear life.
As he held on, he became very concerned as he noticed some of the roots of the bush starting to feel the strain of his weight. It was a small bush. As he looked above him, the tiger that was chasing him was now standing over him, drooling, ready for a meal.
As it happened, he looked below him a long distance down, and there another tiger had come along, with mouth wide open, drooling, ready for a meal.
There he was, caught in the middle between the tiger above him and the tiger below him, desperately hanging on to this little shrub, pulling out at the roots.
In the middle of this ordeal, right about eye level, he happened to notice a little indentation on the side of the cliff. And inside that little space, he noticed—to his amazement—a wild strawberry growing. Even more amazing was that the strawberry was a beautiful, juicy, red, ripe strawberry.
You know what he did? He actually let go with one hand of that bush his life was hanging by. And he reached out and took that strawberry, and ate it. And he said, "How delicious." (from Fr. John Powell, "’The Inner Monk," cassette tape, New Camaldoli Hermitage, CA)
I suspect that many of us come to worship, holding on precariously between the past and future. Both of them are roaring at us, demanding our attention, waiting to "eat us up." We can be eaten up by looking back at the past or fearing the future. But if we give all our attention to these two tigers, we can miss the gift of the present moment, the delicious strawberry before our eyes.
But there is a certain "letting go" that has to happen first, letting go of our predicaments, our grudges, our jealousy, our need to control everything. Let go of our preoccupation with the tiger above and the tiger below. We have to let go of holding on, let go of control, in order to celebrate "how delicious" is the present moment.
"Seek first the Kingdom of God," the Gospel of Mathew says. Surely part of what this means is to "Seek first the present moment, where God is…" I also like the paraphrase that reads "Give your entire attention to what God is doing right now." (Matthew 6:33)
"Consider the lilies of the field," Jesus said, "how they grow." Notice how Jesus uses a close-up, zoom lens. "The birds of the air…the grass of the meadow." These are all alive and growing right now. They speak to us of God’s care, God’s love of variety, God’s beauty. "Glory be to God for dappled things," Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote. God’s glory can be seen all over the natural world—flowers, trees, bushes, strawberries, tomatoes. "Every common bush aflame with God," as the poet wrote. Can we allow ourselves to experience the goodness?
My father is 83. Every summer his purpose in life is his vegetable garden. He loves to grow tomatoes. Last year he had 77 tomato plants, this year he has 50 plants. Because of his long experience, he can make tomato vines grow seven feet tall. But he is quick to say that he and the Lord did it together.
My dad takes great delight in growing tomatoes. He picks each one from the vine, washes each one, and dries each one with a carefully chosen cloth. The he gets great pleasure in giving them away to family, friends, and neighbors. 
Before I went to visit my mom and dad recently, I called ahead and asked my dad if he had enough tomatoes for me to give one to every person at worship today. He said, "How many do you need?" I said, "About 250." He said, "Come next Friday, and I’ll have them ready." Today as you leave the sanctuary, please take a tomato from the table in the front foyer--- a gift from my dad. He did not have 250, so we supplemented with a few from the farmers’ market, but most of them came from my dad’s garden.
My dad would be pleased if you go home and slice that tomato and place it lovingly on the white bread with mayonnaise and salt and pepper. Years ago my mom and dad taught all their children to stand over the sink as we bite into that chunk of dripping delight. We know," It don’t get much better than this."
Jesus said, "I have come that you may have life---abundant life." Abundant life does not mean having an abundance of money and possessions. The goal of life is not to see who gets to the finish line with the most toys. The goal of life is to love God and enjoy God forever. The goal of life is to savor the gifts of God and to give thanks for God’s gifts. The goal of life is to extend God’s grace to those who need it.
That’s why the present moment is so crucial. The present moment is the precious moment when we see the beauty, when we taste the goodness, when we connect with a friend, or when we laugh so hard that our tummies hurt. The present moment is that precious moment when we taste the tomato sandwich over the sink, with mayonnaise and tomato dripping down our chin. It’s the "sacrament of the present moment," as one writer said.
I am convinced that God has far more to give us than we are able to receive. "The glory of God is people fully alive," Irenaeus said. "I have come that you may have life, fullness of life," Jesus said.
May we can open ourselves to God’s good gift—the fullness of life.
Please pass the tomato.
Let us pray: God, help us to let go of regret, guilt and resentment. Help us to leave the past behind and let go of anxiety about what will happen to us in the future, even our anxiety over death. Teach us again to trust the process of your presence unfolding in our present moment. May we lean into your love as we taste the strawberry, the tomato sandwich, and all signs of your amazing grace. Open our pores, our capacity to feel, our taste buds, our hearts---that we may welcome your love and take delight in the tasty goodness of your grace, which we feel even in this present moment. In Jesus’ name. AMEN.

©2006, Watts Street Baptist Church

